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Mapping disasters through the lens of library and archival resources: A Caribbean
perspective
John A. Aarons

Abstract
Some disasters, especially those involving natural hazards, follow a pattern according to
the geographical environment and physical structure of the particular area of occurrence.
These can be traced and hence the importance of preserving records so that specific
events can be tracked and analysed over time, with the resulting information used to
assist in modern disaster mitigation. This paper discusses the value of archival records in
providing information on past disasters in the Caribbean region. In doing this, it presents
examples of historic accounts of some of these disasters in the collections of the National
Library of Jamaica, the Jamaica Archives and the Library of the University of the West
Indies, Mona. The objective is to see how earth scientists, among others, have used this
information to assist in establishing the frequency of these events and their effects on
human settlements. Their research work is not simply academic but a practical
application of how the records of past events can assist modern planners in identifying
potential risks faced by communities today.

Introduction
Research libraries and archives make an important contribution to disaster mitigation
because the information in their collections on past disasters is critical to at an
understanding of the occurrences and consequences of these events. This research is not
only of academic interest but has practical value for two main reasons. The first is to try
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and prevent a recurrence by providing the information necessary for informed decisions.
For example, the Water Resources Authority in Jamaica (WRA) has prepared, based on
historic accounts of past experiences, maps of the flood plains of several rivers in
Jamaica indicating the extent and depth of past flooding events. These indicate the
potential for future occurrences. This leads to the second reason, which is to try and
mitigate the consequences if a disastrous event, similar to one which happened in the
past, were to occur again. This is the rationale of the report by Ahmad and Mason (2007)
assessing the damage an earthquake of the magnitude of that in 1907 would have on the
Jamaican economy if it occurred today. An extensive use is made of archival information
in tsunami inundation mapping worldwide.

Resource Identification and Mapping
Although dealing specifically with earthquakes, Vogt (2004) notes the difficulties in
undertaking research relating to the region. He says that it should not be forgotten that
“research often must be undertaken, in not always easily accessible depositories, archives
and libraries in Europe and the United States” (p. 465). He notes that, in the West Indies,
archival sources are not easily available for the 18th century although the situation
improves for the 19th century. Newspapers are good sources of information but
unfortunately many papers have either disappeared or are not easily available. However
even when materials are available they have to be sifted carefully for prominence is not
often given to these events. Sources of information are widely scattered and he notes that
“surprising finds are possible here and there” (p.472).
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There is an aspect of the Caribbean which does not appear on tourist promotional
material and which the hospitality industry would prefer to gloss over. This is that the
region is disaster-prone being subject to a number of natural hazards which could easily
affect a holiday in “paradise”. These occurrences are mainly hurricanes, earthquakes,
volcanic eruptions, floods and landslides. Tsunamis, now very much in the news, have
been known to occur, especially after major earthquakes. All of these have been costly in
human life and property. It has been said that “in the period 1722 – 1990 hurricanes have
claimed some 42,626 lives and earthquakes have caused about 16,000 fatalities in 8
major events over the period 1691 – 1946.” (Tomblin,1992).
Caribbean territories, like others around the globe, have their fair share of hazardous
events. The spectacular landscape of the island nations have been shaped by the very
same forces of nature that often negatively impact its populace. It is important to realize
that “Natural disasters are not just a consequence of natural hazards, but an avoidable
economic and social catastrophe. Disaster strikes when societies are unable to recognize
their responsibility for the proper management of the disaster risk” (Ahmad et. al 2006).
Libraries and archives can therefore assist in this by making their rich historical resources
available for study and analysis.
Although not generally recognized, landslides are the most common natural hazard in
Jamaica. They are often overlooked as they frequently coincide with other events. A
1999 study on landslides in the Kingston area noted that in Jamaica “historical records
are indispensable for expanding the temporal window on landslide phenomenon beyond
the limited period for which specific data on landslides are available in the scientific
literature.” It went on to make the point that the present work was incomplete as it
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“includes only those events for which the available historic data is amenable for
verification” (Ahmad, 1999 p. 12). Tomblin and Robson (1977) also refer to the
importance of accounts produced at the time of the event as they said “we have attempted
to assign intensity on the Modified Mercalli Scale to each reported earthquake basing our
estimate whenever possible on detailed contemporary word descriptions of the damage
which are quoted.”
In examining examples and case histories of disasters, one has to be cautious as they may
not be factual and are occasionally inaccurate especially in extent and scope. Apart from
the accuracy of the person recording the occurrence, much depends on the location from
which the report was made. As rural areas tended to be sparsely populated, the existence
or strength of earthquakes in those areas may have been either unreported or
underreported hence urban biased. There were also no established standards for
measuring the intensity of an earthquake until the science of seismology developed in the
late 19th century.
As there were no meteorological instruments, the occurrence of a hurricane or storm
could only be proven by the damage done. Referring to cyclones, Reading and Walsh
(1995) noted that “written records available for the period prior to 1871 are subjective
and depend upon the observer’s perception and interpretation of weather conditions.”
They note nevertheless that there is a relatively comprehensive record of cyclones dating
back several centuries and that such “comprehensive historical data are not available for
any other cyclone region.” They therefore attempted to “map” these cyclone tracks over
a long period in an attempt to derive a better understanding of wind and ocean circulation
as these related to hurricanes.
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Dates also present a challenge. In accounts up to the middle of the 18th century there is
uncertainty regarding dates of events as it was not until 1752 that Great Britain and the
colonies adopted the Gregorian over the Julian calendar. This means that when sources
of information, originating in different countries are consulted, one had to be sure which
calendar is being used at the particular time as there was a variation of several days
between the two calendars.
Millas (1968) in discussing his attempt to “map” hurricanes in the Caribbean from 1494
until 1800, or as he expressed it, “clarifying all that is possible in this obscure period of
the historical part of tropical meteorology” makes a statement which captures well the
challenges faced by these compilers of information. He said “one tries to be sure of each
case analysed by searching for, acquiring and presenting the best historical documents to
guarantee the authenticity of each case and therefore its physical reality.” To prove his
own point he said that he examined 308 cases of reported hurricanes from November
1492 up to November 1880 and of these 45 “were not considered sufficiently well
documented or proved to insert in the final list.” Before conferring ‘hurricane status’ on
a particular cyclone, he examined accounts from several sources to determine whether the
occurrence met the criteria for a hurricane.
Nevertheless, in spite of the limitations, scientists and others have used the records of
these events to build up a corps of data on the natural hazards which have affected the
region since the 16th century. Some of these early compilations have to be examined
carefully. A case in point is the list by Hall (1916) of hurricanes and earthquakes which
affected Jamaica from 1504 to 1915. In reference to Hall’s work, Shepherd (1971) says
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“his seismological knowledge was somewhat limited.. . since seismology was in its
infancy at the time his investigations began” and this affected his intensity scale.
Nevertheless it is the earliest compilation relating specifically to Jamaica and some of his
descriptions from 1880 were eyewitness accounts. He therefore laid the basis for further
studies such as the catalogue by Tomblin and Robson (1977) which is the primary
resource for historic seismicity as it lists 357 earthquakes and over 1000 intensity reports
for the period covered. O’Loughlin and Lander’s work on tsunamis (2004) is an example
of the compilation of the history of tsunami occurrences in the Caribbean based on
archival research.
Modern day researchers bring to their tasks new insights into disasters and now they are
assisted by the latest in digital technology. With the use of sophisticated equipment such
as Global Positioning Systems (GPS) and satellite imagery they can produce instant
computer models of various scenarios which can be analysed. The result of this is that the
vulnerability of specific areas to disasters, based on past experiences, can be highlighted
and predictions made where similar events could occur in the future. Parris Lyew-Ayee
Jr. and Rafi Ahmad of the University of the West Indies have used this approach in
preparing a natural hazards atlas of Jamaica.

Sources of Information
First-hand accounts of events are usually contained in letters and reports by government
officials, newspaper articles, church records, ship logs, works by travellers, as well as
diaries and letters kept by individuals scattered in libraries and archives in North
America, Europe and in the region. At times some of the reports by government officials
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are printed, for example the British Parliamentary Papers. Referring to earthquakes Vogt
says that “the most informative and precise travellers are often ship’s captains describing
shocks felt either in some West Indian harbour or at sea, bringing news to European or
North American harbours.”

Accounts by Officials
Some of the most detailed accounts of disasters are found in the reports submitted by
government and naval officials to their home offices. However as these accounts are
based on reports received, they could also be initial accounts and therefore exaggerated or
incorrect in details.
In 1771 Port Royal, Jamaica suffered a severe earthquake when Admiral Lord Rodney
was in command of the fleet stationed there. In a letter to Philip Stephens dated 19th
September 1771 he said “Since my letter of the 4th instant, giving their Lordships an
account of the violent earthquake which happened the day before, which has been
attended with frequent shocks till within these few days, and in the opinion of the
inhabitants, done more damage than any since the great one in 1692, particularly in the
towns of Port Royal and Kingston in the former of which there is not a single house that
has not been damaged….there have been nine shocks since the first but as each has
appeared weaker I hope we shall experience no more of them…”
. It says:
“My Lord, I am sorry to be under the disagreeable necessity of informing Your Lordship
of one of the most dreadful calamities that has happened to this Colony within the
memory of the oldest inhabitants.
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On the morning of the 2 inst. the weather being very close, the sky on a sudden became
very much overcast and an uncommon elevation of the sea immediately followed. While
the unhappy settlers at Savanna-la-Mar were observing this extraordinary phenomenon,
the sea broke suddenly in upon the town, and on its retreat swept everything away with it
so as not to leave the smallest vestige of man, beast or house behind. This most dreadful
catastrophe was succeeded by the most terrible hurricane that ever was felt in this country
with repeated shocks of an earthquake which has almost totally demolished every
building in the parishes of Westmoreland, Hanover, part of St James and some parts of St
Elizabeth and killed members of the white inhabitants as well as of the negroes.
The wretched inhabitants are in a truly pitiable situation - not a house standing to shelter
them from the inclemency of the weather, not cloaths to cover them, everything being
lost in the general wreck – and what is still more dreadful, famine staring them full in the
face”.
Some later writers have tended to downplay the magnitude of this event particularly the
extent of the storm surge. However, within the past decade, researchers from the Unit for
Disaster Studies ((Ahmad, Rafi, 1998 and the Marine Geology Unit at the University of
the West Indies have argued for tsunami research and Robinson et. al (2005) found strong
evidence of two or three submarine landslides off the coast near Savanna-la-mar in about
300 meters of water.
The significance of this is that tsunamis can result from submarine land slippage.
Research in dating the age of the landslide would help determine whether the landslide
was a contributing cause of the disaster 230 years ago and provide answers about its
triggering mechanisms. More importantly, it would provide information on the state of
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the undersea terrain and the vulnerability of the area to a similar event in the future.
Given current human settlements and economic infrastructure, a recurrence would have
such devastating consequences to that part of the island that the 1780 event would pale in
comparison.
Accounts by Residents and Travellers contained in letters, diaries and books

From the earliest day of European conquest and settlement of the Americas, there have
been accounts of disasters in the writings of persons living or visiting the colonial
possessions of the European powers. Some persons recorded their experiences in letters
sent to family or friends in the metropolitan country and some of them ended up in
publications. What these letters have in common is that they are very personal accounts
and written at times with compassion and feeling. The region attracted many travellers
who recounted their stories in books and other publications.

One of the earliest of these writers was Bartolomé de las Casas, the 16th-century Spanish
historian, social reformer and Dominican friar. Some of the early accounts of hurricanes
in the region are by him and contained in his many writings. One of the most interesting
of these is his account of a hurricane on July 11 and 12, 1502 what Millas describes as
the “first great sea disaster that occurred in the New World”. He says
“ there came such a rare tempest and so violent, that in many years men sailing on the
seas of Spain and in other seas had not seen one equal or so sorrowful. Twenty ships
perished with the storm, without any man, small or great, escaping and neither dead not
alive could be found.
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And in the city (San Domingo) on the other bank of the river, as the houses were of wood
and straw, all came down to the ground …it seemed as if all the army demons had
escaped from Hades.”
This hurricane occurred during Columbus’ fourth and last voyage of discovery.
Sir Hans Sloane, the British physician and botanist, whose collection of natural history
specimens later became the nucleus of the British Museum lived in Jamaica from 1687 –
1688 and recorded details of the first documented earthquake in the country’s history
which occurred in February 1687. He says
“On Sunday at eight in the morning, an earthquake was felt throughout Jamaica. Some
houses were severely cracked and others had tiles stripped off their roofs. Few houses
escaped some injury’ He spoke about earthquakes in general and said that “they are too
frequent in Hispaniola where they have formerly thrown down the town of Santo
Domingo so they are too common here also; the inhabitants expect one every year and
some of them think they follow their great rains.”
The Port Royal earthquake of June 07, 1692 is one of the most famous natural events in
Caribbean history, not only because of the nature and magnitude of the event, but also
because of the association of Port Royal with buccaneers who gave the town the dubious
distinction of being called the ‘Wickedest City in the World’. There are many eye witness
accounts of this disaster which have been closely studied by scientists as they try to
understand what happened.
One of the most gripping of these accounts is contained in two letters written aboard a
ship in Port Royal harbour, by the Anglican Rector at Port Royal, Rev. Edmund Heath.
The Rector in the first letter dated 22 June, 1692 says that while he was “having a glass
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of wormwood wine with the president of the Council ” he found “the ground rowling and
moving under my feet. ” He went on to say that “I saw the Earth open and swallow up a
multitude of people and the sea mounting-in upon us over the Fortifications.” In the
second letter written six days later he says that “ever since that fatal day, the most terrible
that ever I saw in my life, I have lived on board a ship: for the shaking of the earth
returns every now and then. Yesterday we had a very great one, but it seems less terrible
on shipboard than on Shoar.” He gives vivid accounts of his work in comforting the
survivors and seeing to the burial of the dead.
Of particular value to earth scientists are contemporary accounts of sea and land
movements as from these accounts they can reconstruct the events and the likelihood of
them recurring again. During the 1692 earthquake, Sloane said that “at Liguanea all the
houses were destroyed, and in the vicinity water was ejected from wells up to 40 feet
deep. At Liguanea and at Yallhouse (Yallahs) the sea withdrew several hundred yards
and then returned to flood the shore.” Both Lander (1997) and Wiggins-Grandison
(2005) refer to these events in their articles on tsumanis.

Sloane made another invaluable contribution to the understanding of land movements
occasioned by that earthquake when he said “As to the mountains in Leguaee, they fell in
several places, and in some very steep; but the steepest mountain that we heard fall was
that at Gallowes, which occasioned much damage.” It is of interest to note that modern
maps prepared by the Geological Survey of Jamaica show landslips in the same area
identified by Sloane over 300 years ago. Of concern is the fact that today, upper-income
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housing is increasingly taking place in this area in spite of warnings by geologists
(Ahmad, 1999).
Hurricanes were so fearsome and occurred with such regularity that there are many
eyewitness accounts of them. Detailed accounts of them are important in that they help
to build up a body of information on the paths they follow, their strength etc. One of the
most comprehensive accounts of not one but three hurricanes is contained in a letter
“from a gentleman in Dominica to his correspondent in London” dated September 1,
1787. The hurricanes struck the island on August 3, 23 and 29. Referring to the last
hurricane the writer says “and to complete the ruin of this island, it was attacked a third
time on the 29th at four o’clock in the morning much severer in this quarter than the
former, destroying and carrying away everything before it... all the barracks and buildings
and Morne Bruce entirely blown away and destroyed”

Maps and Plans
As noted earlier, landslides are frequent occurrences in Jamaica. Historical maps play an
important role in understanding early landslides. An example is an 1827 map by De La
Beche showing landslides and land forms in the St Andrew and Port Royal mountains.
Historic maps and plans have also been useful in mapping flood prone areas

Newspaper Accounts
Although newspapers in the English speaking Caribbean date from the 18th century it
was not until around 1812 that they became more widespread in the region. These
newspapers are excellent sources of primary information on disasters. After 1880 the
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reports become more comprehensive. As Tomblin and Robson noted, “newspapers
quoted verbatim reports published in newspapers of neighbouring islands and excellent
accounts of quite minor earthquakes are available.” Therefore the Barbados Mercury and
Bridgetown Gazette of January 12, 1813 reported on the hurricane in Jamaica in 1812.
The report said that “Almost every house was injured. All the New Barracks and the
inside wall of the Kingston Church were destroyed. Several people killed.”
The Jamaica Morning Journal reported on an earthquake in Santiago de Cuba on 26
November 1852. The account said that “no houses remained undamaged and many
rendered useless. A very heavy table was moved 2 yards”. The 1907 earthquake in
Jamaica is covered by numerous accounts in newspapers of the period. These accounts
have been used by Ahmad (2005) among others in their reconstruction of the event to
determine areas of risk. Of particular value are newspaper reports from local
correspondents of wave actions on the north coast of the island, such as at Annotto Bay
and Buff Bay. These have been used by Lander (1997) and O’Loughlin and Lander
(2005) and others in their ‘mapping’ of tsunamis-like events in the region.

Conclusion
For purposes of mitigation, the value of historical accounts of disasters in the Caribbean
region can be ultimately assessed by their application to current situations. It is clear that
earth scientists have used historical records (some examples of which have been given in
this paper) to derive a better understanding of present day hazard management. The fact
that many of their reports and studies have been sponsored by national governments, the
regional university and international agencies, demonstrate the shared concern regarding

80

the vulnerability of the region. The University of the West Indies through its Seismic
Research Centre (http://www.uwiseismic.com ), the Unit for Disaster Studies in the
Department of Geography and Geology (http://www.mona.uwi.edu/uds/index.html , the
Earthquake Unit ( http://www.mona.uwi.edu/earthquake ), and Mona GeoInformatics
Institute (http://www.monagis.com ) has played a significant role in research in this area
as testified by the output of staff members. The Virtual Disaster Library at Mona
(http://mona.uwi.edu/cardin/virtual_library/searchlibrary.asp ) promotes importance of
archival information and its use in the management of natural hazards and reducing
associated vulnerabilities.

There is now an urgent need not only for continued research into past disasters and the
dissemination of these findings, but the incorporation of this information into the decision
making process as it relates to disaster reduction programmes. As the Caribbean
Community Regional Programme Framework 2005-2015 states, the countries of the
region recognizes, ” the inextricable link between poverty and disasters and accepts that
poverty alleviation and sustainable development cannot gain traction without a
strengthened commitment to disaster reduction at the regional, national, community and
individual levels in each member country”.

It is clear that where historical disaster records are concerned, no detail is too small or
apparently insignificant, as each may provide some insight to past events. It is the
reconstruction and extrapolation process which has led researchers to new vistas of
sustainable development, land use potential and priority response mechanisms.
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NOTES
1

Godfrey Mundy, The life and correspondence of the late Admiral Lord Nelson, 1830, p 115
Jamaica Archives ref. 1B/5/18
1
Bartolome de las Casas,” Historia de las Indies” in Biblioteca de autores espanoles vol 95 – 96,
Madrid, 1957
1
Hans Sloane, “A letter from Hans Sloane MD with several accounts of the earthquake in Peru,
Oct 20, 1687 and at Jamaica, Feb 19, 1687-8 and Jun 1692” in Philosophical Transactions, vol.
18 78 – 100
1
Edmund Heath, ‘A full account of the late dreadful earthquake at Port Royal in Jamaica written
in two letters from the minister in that place from aboard the Grenada in Port Royal Harbour,
June 22 1692’
1
Sloane. Ibid.
1
Sloane, ibid.
1
“A short account of the hurricane that pass’d thru the English Leeward Caribbean Islands on
Saturday the 30th June 1733 with remarks in a letter from an Inhabitant of His Majesty’s Island of
Nevis to a Gentleman in London, 1733” (reproduced in Millas)
1
Judith Tomblin & Geoffrey Robson, A catalogue of felt earthquakes for Jamaica, with
references to other islands in the Greater Antilles, 1564-1971, Kington, Ministry of Mining and
Natural Resources,
Ibid
xi Lander,(1997) for instance, notes that although the history of the Caribbean is the longest in the
Western Hemisphere, the tsunami history has not been studied in detail. He says that the “varied
colonial past and the number of political divisions make such a study difficult and needing local
involvement”. He states that “reports of 50 tsunamis of varying certainty are listed for the
Caribbean beginning with an event off the coast of Venezuela in 1530. Fifteen of these have
reports of damage associated with them and six have reported fatalities.” Wiggins-Grandison
(2005) has said that “A news release from the Seismic Research Unit states that there have been
only 10 earthquake-generated tsunamis in the Caribbean over the past 500 years and these killed a
total of about 350 people.” She notes however that the “history of tsunamis in the Caribbean by
Lander et.al tells of two certain events occurring in Jamaica over the past 300 years.”
1
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